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This paper presents and analyzes the narrative of a 
Puerto Rican woman who aborted a pregnancy in 1992. 
Her story illustrates themes central to traditional Puerto 
Rican family life: interdependence, respect, sexual 
shame, and male dominance, While Marisol deeply 
regrets her abortion, and the need to keep it secret from 
her family, her experience served as a moral passage to 
a new way of thinking about herself and about family life. 
She remains committed to Puerto Rican familial 
interdependence, yet she favors open discussion of 
sexual matters within the family and respect for personal 
decision-making about reproductive matters. She is 
working to maintain an “open” relationship with her two 
daughters. While she rejects the gender Inequality that 
is part of her culture, she does not reject her culture. 
The narrative is presented in Marisol’s voice, with 
analytical comments by the author.
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By Jean Peterman
T h e  i m p o r t a n c e  o f  w o m e n ' s  s t o r i e s  a s  
a n  a l t e r n a t i v e  t o  m a l e  d o m i n a n t  
c u l t u r a l  s t o r i e s  i s  a  f e a t u r e  o f  f e m i n i s t  
s c h o l a r s h i p  i n  m a n y  d i s c i p l i n e s ,  
i n c l u d i n g  h i s t o r y  ( e . g .  L e r n e r  1 9 9 3 ,  
P e r s o n a l  N a r r a t i v e s  G r o u p  1 9 8 9 ,  G l u c k  
a n d  P a t a i  1 9 9 1 ) ,  l i t e r a t u r e  ( e . g .  R i c h  
1 9 7 9 ,  H e i l b r u n  1 9 7 9 ,  1 9 8 8 )  a n d  
t h e o l o g y  ( e . g .  C h r i s t  1 9 8 0 ,  E r i c k s o n  
1 9 9 3 ,  S a y  1 9 9 0 ) ,  a s  w e l l  a s  s o c i o l o g y  
( R i c h a r d s o n  1 9 9 0 ) .  I n  h e r  c o l l e c t i o n  o f  
e s s a y s ,  W r i t i n g  a  W o m a n ' s  L i f e ,  C a r o l y n  
H e i l b r u n  ( 1 9 8 8 )  a r g u e s  t h a t  s t o r i e s  a r e  
e s s e n t i a l  t o  p e r s o n a l  d e v e l o p m e n t ,  a n d  
t h a t  " w o m e n  h a v e  b e e n  d e p r i v e d  o f  
t h e  n a r r a t i v e s ,  o r  t e x t s ,  p l o t s ,  o r  
e x a m p l e s ,  b y  w h i c h  t h e y  m i g h t  a s s u m e  
p o w e r  o v e r — t a k e  c o n t r o l  o f — t h e i r  
o w n  l i v e s "  ( p .  1 7 ) .  S h e  a r g u e s  t h a t  
w i t h o u t  s u c h  s t o r i e s ,  w o m e n  m a n y  n o t  
b e l i e v e  i n  t h e i r  o w n  t a l e n t s ,  o r  b e l i e v e  
t h a t  t h e y  h a v e  a  r i g h t  t o  d e v e l o p  t h e m .
A r g u i n g  f o r  t h e  u s e  o f  n a r r a t i v e s  i n  
s o c i o l o g y ,  L a u r e l  R i c h a r d s o n  ( 1 9 9 0 )  
d i s t i n g u i s h e s  b e t w e e n  n o r m a t i v e ,  o r  
" c u l t u r a l "  s t o r i e s  a n d  o p p o s i t i o n a l ,  o r  
" c o l l e c t i v e "  s t o r i e s .  T h e  c u l t u r a l  s t o r y  i s  
t o l d  f r o m  t h e  p o i n t  o f  v i e w  o f  " t h e  
r u l i n g  i n t e r e s t s  a n d  t h e  n o r m a t i v e  o r d e r  
( p .  1 2 8 ) .  T h e  c o l l e c t i v e  s t o r y ,  i n  c o n t r a s t ,  
“ d i s p l a y s  a n  i n d i v i d u a l ' s  s t o r y  b y  
n a r r a t i v i z i n g  t h e  e x p e r i e n c e s  o f  t h e  
s o c i a l  c a t e g o r y  t o  w h i c h  t h e  i n d i v i d u a l  
b e l o n g s ,  r a t h e r  t h a n  b y  t e l l i n g  t h e  
p a r t i c u l a r  i n d i v i d u a l ' s  s t o r y  o r  b y  s i m p l y  
r e t e l l i n g  t h e  c u l t u r a l  s t o r y "  ( p .  1 2 8 ) .  
T h e s e  c o l l e c t i v e  s t o r i e s  a r e  a l t e r n a t i v e  
s t o r i e s  t h a t  m a y  e m e r g e  t h r o u g h  s o c i a l  
m o v e m e n t  a c t i v i t i e s  o r  s i m p l y  b y  a  
s h a r i n g  o f  e x p e r i e n c e s .  F o r  e x a m p l e ,  
s t o r i e s  a b o u t  f e m a l e  s e l f - d e t e r m i n a t i o n  
a n d  r e s i s t a n c e  t o  m a l e  c o n t r o l  c a n  
p r o v i d e  a l t e r n a t i v e s  t o  a  p a t r i a r c h a l  
c u l t u r a l  s t o r y .
F o r  m a n y  P u e r t o  R i c a n  w o m e n ,  t h e  
c u l t u r a l  s t o r y  i s  a b o u t  v i r g i n i t y ,  f a m i l y ,  
m o t h e r h o o d ,  a n d  m a l e  d o m i n a n c e  
( C o f e r  1 9 9 0 ,  B u r g o s  a n d  D i a z  P e r e z  1 9 8 6 ,  
C a m p b e l l  1 9 8 4 ) .  I t  i n c l u d e s  t h e  i d e a  t h a t  
c o n t r a c e p t i o n  a n d  a b o r t i o n  a r e  w r o n g  
( R a m i r e z  d e  A r e l l a n o  a n d  S e i p p  1 9 8 3 ) .  
N e v e r t h e l e s s ,  P u e r t o  R i c a n  w o m e n  g e t  
a b o r t i o n s .  L a t i n a  w o m e n ,  i n c l u d i n g  
P u e r t o  R i c a n  w o m e n ,  h a v e  a b o r t i o n s  a t  a  
r a t e  o n e  a n d  a  h a l f  t i m e s  a s  h i g h  a s  n o n -  
L a t i n a s  ( H e n s h a w  a n d  S i l v e r m a n  1 9 8 8 ) .  
T h i s  h i g h  a b o r t i o n  r a t e  c o u p l e d  w i t h  
s e x u a l l y  c o n s e r v a t i v e  e t h n i c  a n d  
r e l i g i o u s  t r a d i t i o n s  i n d i c a t e s  a  c u l t u r a l  
c o n t r a d i c t i o n  w i t h i n  t h e  P u e r t o  R i c a n  
c o m m u n i t y .  A d d i t i o n a l l y ,  P u e r t o  R i c a n  
w o m e n  d o  n o t  s h a r e  t h e  m a i n s t r e a m
c u l t u r a l  n o r m  o f  p e r s o n a l  a u t o n o m y  
w i t h i n  t h e  f a m i l y .  I n s t e a d ,  t h e  P u e r t o  
R i c a n  c u l t u r a l  n o r m  i s  o n e  o f  f a m i l y  
i n t e r d e p e n d e n c e  ( F r i e d m a n  1 9 9 2 ) .  
G e n e r a l l y ,  t h i s  f a m i l i a l  i n t e r d e p e n d e n c e  
i s  a  s o u r c e  o f  s u p p o r t .  H o w e v e r ,  f o r  t h e  
w o m a n  w h o  n e e d s  t o  k e e p  h e r  a b o r t i o n  
s e c r e t ,  n o t  b e i n g  a b l e  t o  s h a r e  h e r  
p r o b l e m  w i t h  f a m i l y  m e m b e r s  m a k e s  h e r  
e x p e r i e n c e  e s p e c i a l l y  d i f f i c u l t .
A  P u e r t o  R i c a n  w o m a n ' s  u n d e r s t a n d i n g  
o f  h e r  e x p e r i e n c e  c a n  b e  r e v e a l e d  
t h r o u g h  t h e  w a y  s h e  t e l l s  h e r  s t o r y  
a b o u t  i t .  T h i s  p a p e r  i s  a  p r e s e n t a t i o n  o f  
o n e  i n t e r v i e w  f r o m  a  l a r g e r  p r o j e c t  
( P e t e r m a n  1 9 9 3 ,  1 9 9 6 )  a n a l y z i n g  P u e r t o  
R i c a n  w o m e n ' s  e x p e r i e n c e s  w i t h  
a b o r t i o n .  U s i n g  a  s e m i - s t r u c t u r e d  
i n t e r v i e w  g u i d e ,  I a s k e d  e a c h  w o m a n  t o  
r e c o n s t r u c t  h e r  e x p e r i e n c e  w i t h  a n  
u n p l a n n e d  p r e g n a n c y  a n d  h e r  d e c i s i o n  
t o  g e t  a n  a b o r t i o n  i n  o r d e r  t o  
d e t e r m i n e  w h a t  t h e  a b o r t i o n  m e a n t  t o  
h e r .  I a l s o  a s k e d  a b o u t  h o w  h e r  l i f e  h a d  
p r o g r e s s e d  s i n c e  t h e n ,  h e r  p l a n s  f o r  t h e  
f u t u r e ,  h e r  r e l i g i o u s  b e l i e f s ,  h e r  
r e l a t i o n s h i p  w i t h  t h e  m a n  s h e  g o t  
p r e g n a n t  w i t h ,  a n d  h e r  r e l a t i o n s h i p s  
w i t h  h e r  p a r e n t s  a n d  o t h e r  f a m i l y  
m e m b e r s .  D u r i n g  t h e  i n t e r v i e w  I a s k e d  
f o l l o w  u p ,  o r  " p r o b e "  q u e s t i o n s  t o  e l i c i t  
f u r t h e r  i n f o r m a t i o n  ( L o f l a n d  a n d  
L o f l a n d ,  1 9 8 4 ,  p p .  5 3 - 6 2 ) .
I i n t e r v i e w e d  M a r i s o l  t w i c e .  T h e  f i r s t  
i n t e r v i e w  l a s t e d  a b o u t  t w e n t y  m i n u t e s  
a n d  t o o k  p l a c e  i n  a  h o s p i t a l  c l i n i c  w h i l e  
s h e  w a s  w a i t i n g  t o  s e e  t h e  d o c t o r .  W e  
a g r e e d  t o  m e e t  t h e  f o l l o w i n g  w e e k  f o r  
l u n c h  a n d  a  l o n g e r  i n t e r v i e w .  I a m  
p r e s e n t i n g  h e r  s t o r y  p r e t t y  m u c h  a s  s h e  
t o l d  i t ,  e d i t i n g  f o r  c l a r i t y ,  c h a n g i n g  
s o m e  i d e n t i f y i n g  d e t a i l s ,  a n d  p r o v i d i n g  
h e r  w i t h  a  p s e u d o n y m .  M y  a n a l y t i c a l  
c o m m e n t s  a r e  i n  i t a l i c s .  T h e y  a r e  m e a n t  
t o  h i g h l i g h t  1 )  t h e m e s  c e n t r a l  t o  
t r a d i t i o n a l  P u e r t o  R i c a n  f a m i l y  l i f e ,  s u c h  
a s  i n t e r d e p e n d e n c e ,  r e s p e c t ,  s e x u a l  
s h a m e ,  a n d  m a l e  d o m i n a n c e  2 )  t h e  
m e a n i n g  o f  a b o r t i o n  f o r  M a r i s o l  3 )  
a b o r t i o n  a s  a  m o r a l  p a s s a g e  a n d  4 )  h e r  
c o m m i t m e n t  t o  a n  o p e n  d i s c u s s i o n  o f  
s e x u a l  m a t t e r s  w i t h  h e r  d a u g h t e r s  a n d  
r e s p e c t  f o r  p e r s o n a l  d e c i s i o n  m a k i n g  
a b o u t  r e p r o d u c t i v e  m a t t e r s .
M R R I S O L ’ S  S T O R Y
B e f o r e  I r e a l i z e d  t h a t  I w a s  p r e g n a n t ,  
m y  l i f e  w a s  f i n e .  I ’ m  a  s i n g l e  m o t h e r  o f  
t w o  d a u g h t e r s ,  a g e s  f i f t e e n  a n d  t e n .  I 
w o r k  a s  a  r e t a i l  m a n a g e r ,  s i x  d a y s  a  
w e e k ,  t w e l v e  t o  t h i r t e e n  h o u r s  a  d a y .
M y  l i f e  c o n s i s t s  o f  w o r k i n g ,  c o m i n g  
h o m e ,  m a k i n g  s u r e  t h e  g i r l s  h a d  t h e i r  
d i n n e r ,  g e t  t h e m  r e a d y  f o r  b e d ,  a n d  
S u n d a y s ,  c h u r c h ,  a n d  t o  t h e  f a m i l y ,  f o r  
a n  e a r l y  a f t e r n o o n  d i n n e r .
M y  p a r e n t s  l i v e  i n  C h i c a g o .  I g r e w  u p  i n  
C h i c a g o ,  i n  a  t w o  p a r e n t  f a m i l y ,  w i t h  
t w o  s i s t e r s  a n d  o n e  b r o t h e r .  I ' v e  l e f t  
h o m e  s i n c e  I w a s  f i f t e e n ,  b e e n  o n  m y  
o w n .  I w a s  m a r r i e d  f o r  f o u r t e e n  y e a r s ,  
a n d  I ' v e  b e e n  d i v o r c e d  f o r  t w o  y e a r s .  I 
d o n ' t  h a v e  m a n y  f r i e n d s .  I ' m  a  l o n e r .
T h e  a b o r t i o n  w a s  a b o u t  t w o  w e e k s  a g o .  
W h e n  I d i s c o v e r e d  I w a s  p r e g n a n t  i t  w a s  
a  s t r a n g e  f e e l i n g  b e c a u s e  I w a s  
o v e r j o y e d .  M y  l i t t l e  g i r l  i s  t e n  y e a r s  o l d ,  
a n d  I h a v e  a l w a y s  w a n t e d  a n o t h e r  c h i l d .
T h e  f a t h e r  o f  t h e  b a b y ,  I ' v e  k n o w n  h i m  
f o r  a  w h i l e ,  s o  I k n e w  h i s  r e a c t i o n  w o u l d  
n o t  b e  j o y  o r  p l e a s u r e ,  e v e n  t h o u g h  I 
w a s  h o p i n g  s o .  H e  w a s  t r y i n g  t o  b e  
s u p p o r t i v e  i n  h i s  w a y ,  s a y i n g  t h a t  h e  
w o u l d  d o  w h a t e v e r  I w a n t e d ,  s u p p o r t  
m y  h a v i n g  a n  a b o r t i o n  o r  h a v i n g  t h e  
b a b y ,  b u t  h i s  s u g g e s t i o n  w a s  t o  h a v e  a n  
a b o r t i o n .  H e  s a i d  i f  I w o u l d  h a v e  t h e  
b a b y ,  t h a t  h e  w o u l d  h e l p  m e ,  b u t  t h e  
k i n d  o f  h e l p  h e  w a s  w i l l i n g  t o  g i v e  m e  
w a s  f i n a n c i a l ,  w h i c h  w a s  f i n e ,  b u t  i t  w a s  
e m o t i o n a l  h e l p  t h a t  I n e e d e d .
N o w ,  s i n c e  I a m ,  l i k e  I s a i d ,  a  l o n e r ,  a n d  
s i n c e  I r e s p e c t  m y  p a r e n t s  a n d  t h e  
f a m i l y  s o  m u c h ,  t h i s  i s  s o m e t h i n g  I 
c a n n o t  g o  t o  t h e m  w i t h .  I d o n ' t  k n o w  
h o w .  I h a v e  a  f i f t e e n  y e a r  o l d  d a u g h t e r  
a n d  I ' m  t r y i n g  t o  r a i s e  h e r  i n  t h e  c o r r e c t  
w a y ,  t o  c h o o s e ,  a n d  h a v e  a n  o p e n  m i n d ,  
b u t  t o  g o  w i t h  t h i s  t o  m y  f a m i l y ,  i t ' s  a  
' y o u  s h o u l d  h a v e  k n o w n  b e t t e r 1 k i n d  o f  
s i t u a t i o n .  S o  I h a d  t o  d e a l  w i t h  i t  o n  m y  
o w n .  I t  w a s  v e r y  d i f f i c u l t .  I ' m  t h i r t y - o n e  
y e a r s  o l d  a n d  i t ' s  s t r a n g e ,  b u t  I d i d n ' t  
w a n t  t h e m  t o  k n o w .
M y  m o t h e r ,  t o  t h i s  d a y — m y  d a u g h t e r  
t u r n e d  f i f t e e n  y e s t e r d a y — d o e s n ' t  l e t  
m e  f o r g e t  w h a t  I d i d  f i f t e e n  y e a r s  a g o .  I 
l e f t  h o m e  w h e n  I w a s  f i f t e e n  t o  h a v e  
m y  b a b y .  S o  o f  c o u r s e ,  o n  m y  d a u g h t e r ' s  
b i r t h d a y ,  s h e  h a d  t o  r e m i n d  t h e  f a m i l y .
S o  I h a d  t h e  a b o r t i o n  t w o  w e e k s  a g o ,  
a n d  f i f t e e n  y e a r s  a g o  I h a d  t h e  o p t i o n  
t o  d o  t h a t ,  a n d  I c h o s e  n o t  t o .  N o w  t h a t  
I ' m  t h i r t y - o n e  a n d  s h o u l d  b e  s t a b l e ,  i t ' s  
n o t  s o m e t h i n g  I w a n t e d  t o  d o ,  
s o m e t h i n g  I f e l t  I h a d  n o  c h o i c e  i n  d o i n g .
B u t  a h ,  f i f t e e n  y e a r s  a g o ,  w h e n  I f o u n d  
o u t  I w a s  p r e g n a n t  f i f t e e n  y e a r s  a g o ,  I 
w a s  s o  o v e r j o y e d .  I t ' s  s o  f u n n y .  I w a s  a
s t r a i g h t  A  s t u d e n t .  I n e v e r  e x p e c t e d  I 
w o u l d  h a v e  t o  l e a v e  s c h o o l .  B u t  a t  t h e  
t i m e ,  t h e  f a t h e r  o f  t h e  b a b y  w a s  t h e  
c o m p l e t e  o p p o s i t e  o f  w h a t  t h i s  t h i r t y -  
s e v e n  y e a r  o l d  m a n  w a s .  H e  w a s  
s e v e n t e e n ,  b u t  h e  w a s  w i l l i n g  t o  f i n i s h  
s c h o o l ,  l i v e  a  l i f e  t o g e t h e r ,  a n d  r a i s e  a  
f a m i l y ,  a n d  w e  d i d .  W e  w e r e  m a r r i e d  
f o r  f o u r t e e n  y e a r s .  W e  h a d  a  w o n d e r f u l  
l i f e  a n d  b e a u t i f u l  c h i l d r e n .
E v e r y t h i n g  w a s  p i c t u r e  p e r f e c t ,  t h e  
c o m p l e t e  o p p o s i t e  o f  w h a t  m y  p a r e n t s  
t o l d  m e  i t  w o u l d  b e .  H e  g o t  h i s  c a r e e r ,  
h e  f i n i s h e d  s c h o o l ,  h e  d i d  e v e r y t h i n g  h e  
w a n t e d  t o  d o .  A n d  t h e n ,  f o u r  y e a r s  a g o ,  
w h e n  m y  y o u n g e s t  d a u g h t e r  h a d  
t u r n e d  s i x ,  a n d  w e  h a d  o u r  o w n  h o m e ,  
a  l o t  o f  t h i n g s  h a p p e n e d :  w e  b o u g h t  
t h e  h o m e ,  h e  g o t  l a i d  o f f ,  I h a d  t o  w o r k  
f u l l  t i m e .  A n d  P u e r t o  R i c a n  m e n  h a v e  
t e m p e r s .  A s  l o n g  a s  t h e y  f e e l  t h e y ' r e  i n  
c o n t r o l ,  t h e y ' r e  o k a y .  B u t  t h e y  l o s e  
c o n t r o l ,  t h e y  b e c o m e  p r e t t y  v i o l e n t ,  
a n d  h e  h a d  n e v e r  h a d  t h a t ,  a n d  i t  
s t a r t e d .  W o m e n  i n  m y  f a m i l y  h a v e  b e e n  
a b u s e d ,  t h r e a t e n e d .  T h a t ' s  o n e  t h i n g  I 
k n e w  I w o u l d  n e v e r  s t a n d  f o r .
E v e n  t h o u g h  h e  h a d  a  t e m p e r ,  a n d  I 
k n e w  h e  w a s  c a p a b l e  o f  h u r t i n g  m e  o r  
m y  c h i l d r e n ,  h e  n e v e r  d i d ,  i n  t h o s e  
f o u r t e e n  y e a r s .  B u t  t h e r e  w a s  a l w a y s  
t h e  t h r e a t  t h a t  i f  I s p o k e  u p  a s  a  p e r s o n ,  
t h a t  h e  w o u l d  j u s t  k n o c k  m e  d o w n ,  
b e c a u s e  h e  i s  t h e  m a n  a n d  I a m  t h e  
w o m a n .  A n d  I w a s  r i g h t .  B e c a u s e  w h e n  
h e  w e n t  b a c k  t o  w o r k  a f t e r  e i g h t  
m o n t h s  o f  h a v i n g  h i m  h o m e  a n d  b e i n g  
s o  s u p p o r t i v e  b e c a u s e  h e  w o u l d  n o t  
l o o k  f o r  a  j o b ,  I t h o u g h t  I h a d  a  r i g h t  t o  
s p e a k ,  a n d  h e  d i d n ' t  b e l i e v e  I d i d .  H e  
b e c a m e  a b u s i v e ,  a n d  t h e  m a r r i a g e  
e n d e d ,  b e c a u s e  h e  h a d  r a p e d  m e .
T h e  r e s p e c t  M a r i s o l  h a s  f o r  h e r  p a r e n t s  
a n d  h e r  f a m i l y  p r e v e n t e d  h e r  f r o m  
o p e n l y  c h a l l e n g i n g  h e r  p a r e n t s '  
o p i n i o n s  o r  r u l e s  o f  b e h a v i o r  ( F r i e d m a n  
1 9 9 2 )  b y  r e v e a l i n g  h e r  u n p l a n n e d  
p r e g n a n c y  t o  t h e m .  F a m i l i a l  
i n t e r d e p e n d e n c e  i s  s e e n  i n  t h e  w e e k l y  
f a m i l y  d i n n e r s  a n d  t h e  f a m i l y  
c e l e b r a t i o n  o f  h e r  d a u g h t e r ' s  f i f t e e n t h  
b i r t h d a y .  A t  t h i s  g a t h e r i n g  M a r i s o l ' s  
m o t h e r  p u b l i c l y  r e m i n d e d  e v e r y o n e  
t h a t  h e r  d a u g h t e r ' s  b i r t h  w a s  a  m a t t e r  
o f  s e x u a l  s h a m e  f o r  M a r i s o l ,  w h o  w a s  a  
h i g h  s c h o o l  g i r l  a t  t h e  t i m e .  T h a t  s t o r y  
h a s  a  t e m p o r a r i l y  h a p p y  e n d i n g :  
M a r i s o l  a n d  h e r  b o y f r i e n d  g o t  m a r r i e d  
a n d  h a d  a  " w o n d e r f u l  l i f e  a n d  b e a u t i f u l  
c h i l d r e n . "  B u t  t h i n g s  c h a n g e d  w h e n  t h e  
b a l a n c e  o f  p o w e r  b e g a n  t o  s h i f t  i n  h e r
f a v o r .  N e a r  t h e  e n d  o f  t h e  m a r r i a g e  
M a r i s o l  b e g a n  t o  " s p e a k  u p  a s  a  
p e r s o n "  t o  h e r  h u s b a n d ,  e v e n  t h o u g h  
" P u e r t o  R i c a n  m e n  h a v e  v i o l e n t  
t e m p e r s "  a n d  n e e d  t o  b e  i n  c o n t r o l .  
W h e n  h e r  h u s b a n d  b e c a m e  a b u s i v e ,  t h e  
m a r r i a g e  e n d e d .  T h e  d i v o r c e  w a s  
s t r e s s f u l  f o r  M a r i s o l  ( b e l o w ) .  N e v e r t h e l e s s  
s h e  t h i n k s  s h e  d i d  t h e  r i g h t  t h i n g .
S o  w h e n  I f o u n d  o u t  I w a s  p r e g n a n t  i t  
w a s  k i n d  o f  h a r d  b e c a u s e  i t  t o o k  m e  a  
l o n g  t i m e  t o  h a v e  a  r e l a t i o n s h i p  w i t h  a  
m a n .  I f e l t  c o n f i d e n t  w i t h  h i m .  I t ' s  b e e n  
a  w h i l e  s i n c e  I ' v e  b e e n  w i t h  a  m a n ,  a n d  
b e e n  c o m f o r t a b l e  w i t h  a  m a n ,  s o  h i s  
r e a c t i o n  w a s  k i n d  o f  a  b l o w .  O u r  
r e l a t i o n s h i p  w a s  o n e  o f  f r i e n d s h i p .  H e ’s  
a  c o - w o r k e r ,  a n d  h e  w a s  t h e r e  f o r  m e  
a f t e r  t h e  d i v o r c e .  F o r  s o m e  r e a s o n ,  h e  
c a r e d .  H e  w o u l d  a s k  m e  i f  I w a s  e a t i n g ,  
a n d  w h y  d i d n ' t  I c o m b  m y  h a i r  a n d  t a k e  
c a r e  o f  m y s e l f .  H e  w a s  h e l p f u l  w i t h  m y  
c h i l d r e n .  W e  h a d  b e e n  f r i e n d s  f o r  a b o u t  
t w o  y e a r s ,  a n d  t h e n  o u r  r e l a t i o n s h i p  
b e c a m e  s e x u a l .  W e  w e r e  b e i n g  
p r o t e c t i v e  [ u s i n g  c o n t r a c e p t i o n ] .  W e  
h a d  e v e n  t a l k e d  a b o u t  a b o r t i o n  e a r l y  i n  
o u r  r e l a t i o n s h i p  a n d  I t o l d  h i m  t h a t  I 
d o n ' t  b e l i e v e  i n  a b o r t i o n .  H e  r e p l i e d  ' i f  
y o u  w e r e  e x p e c t i n g  m y  c h i l d  a n d  y o u  
h a d  a n  a b o r t i o n ,  I w o u l d  n e v e r  s p e a k  t o  
y o u  a g a i n . ’ B u t  w h e n  i t  h a p p e n e d ,  h e  
w a s  t o t a l l y  t h e  o p p o s i t e .  T h e  o n l y  
s o l u t i o n  . . . [ t e a r s ]  . . .  I a s k e d  w h a t  
c h a n g e d  h i s  m i n d  a n d  h e  s a i d  h e  d i d n ' t  
r e m e m b e r  t h a t  c o n v e r s a t i o n !
I ' m  v e r y  h u r t .  H e  s t i l l  c o m e s  a r o u n d ,  b u t  
I c a n ' t  c o p e  w i t h  h i m  r i g h t  n o w .  I n s t e a d  
o f  h i m  s u p p o r t i n g  m e ,  I f i n d  m y s e l f  
a s k i n g  h i m  w h a t ' s  w r o n g .  Y e s t e r d a y  I 
t o l d  h i m  t o  l e a v e  m e  a l o n e .  I h a v e  t o  
d e a l  w i t h  m y  o w n  p a i n .
W h e n  I f i r s t  k n e w  I w a s  p r e g n a n t  I 
s t a r t e d  p l a n n i n g  w h a t  n u r s e r i e s  I 
n e e d e d .  I c o u l d n ' t  l e a v e  m y  j o b .  I w a s  a  
s i n g l e  p a r e n t ,  w o n d e r i n g  h o w  t o  d o  i t .  I 
w a s  g o i n g  t o  w o r k  a l l  t h e  w a y  t h r o u g h ,  
n o  v a c a t i o n s ,  n o  s i c k  l e a v e ,  a n d  t a k e  
t h r e e  w e e k s  w i t h o u t  p a y .  I w o u l d  s a v e  
u p  t h e  m o n e y  f o r  t h e  t h r e e  w e e k s  
w i t h o u t  p a y .  I a s k e d  n u r s e r i e s  a b o u t  
c o s t .  I t  w a s  $  1 0 0 - $  1 7 5  p e r  w e e k ,  p l u s  
m i l k  a n d  d i a p e r s .  S i n c e  I w o r k  t h i r t e e n  
h o u r s  a  d a y ,  m y  o l d e s t  d a u g h t e r  w o u l d  
h a v e  t o  p i c k  u p  t h e  b a b y  b e c a u s e  
n u r s e r i e s  c l o s e  a t  6 : 0 0  o r  6 : 3 0 ,  a n d  t h e n  
c a r e  f o r  t h e  b a b y  u n t i l  I g o t  h o m e .
A b o u t  a  w e e k  l a t e r ,  I t h o u g h t  " w h a t  a m  
I d o i n g ?  T h i s  i s  n o t  h e r  c h i l d ,  i t ' s  m y  
b a b y . "  S h e  c o u l d n ' t  j o i n  h e r  s p o r t s
a n y m o r e ,  b e c a u s e  t h e y  a r e  a f t e r  s c h o o l .  
F o r  m e  t o  l o v e  m y  b a b y  a n d  h a v e  m y  
b a b y  w o u l d  j u s t  s t o p  t h e i r  l i v e s .  H e r e  I 
a m  t r y i n g  t o  m a k e  a  l i v e l i h o o d ,  t r y i n g  
t o  s h o w  h e r  " p l e a s e  f i n i s h  h i g h  s c h o o l ,  
p l e a s e  f i n i s h  c o l l e g e .  E v e n  t h o u g h  I l o v e  
y o u ,  a n d  I w o u l d  d o  i t  a l l  a g a i n ,  I w o u l d  
m a k e  s u r e  I h a d  m y  e d u c a t i o n  f i r s t . "  
W h a t  a m  I s h o w i n g  h e r ?  I a m  s h o w i n g  
h e r  y o u  c a n  t a k e  c a r e  o f  a  c h i l d  a n d  g o  
t o  s c h o o l ,  b u t  I d o n ' t  w a n t  t h a t  f o r  h e r .  
T h a t  w a s  m y  f i r s t  r e a l i z a t i o n .
A n d  t h e n ,  I ' m  n o t  a  h e a l t h y  p e r s o n .  
D u r i n g  m y  s e c o n d  p r e g n a n c y ,  I c o u l d n ' t  
w o r k .  I h a d  k i d n e y  p r o b l e m s ,  a n d  h i g h  
b l o o d  p r e s s u r e .  M a y b e  I w o u l d  h a v e  
h e a l t h  p r o b l e m s  w i t h  t h i s  p r e g n a n c y ,  
a n d  b e  u n a b l e  t o  w o r k ,  a n d  t h e n  w h a t  
w o u l d  I d o ?
T h e n ,  I s p o k e  t o  t h e  f a t h e r .  W o u l d  h e  
h e l p  m e ?  H e  t o l d  m e  I w a s  a  f a n t a s i z e r .
I w a s  h o p i n g ,  n o t  t h a t  h e  w o u l d  m o v e  
i n  o r  a n y t h i n g  r i g h t  n o w ,  b u t  t h a t  b y  
t h e  t i m e  t h e  b a b y  w a s  b o r n  w e  w o u l d  
h a v e  a n  a p a r t m e n t .  ( H e  i s  s i n g l e  a n d  
l i v e s  w i t h  h i s  m o t h e r .  H e  h a s  a  t h i r t e e n  
y e a r  o l d  s o n . )  I w a s  h o p e f u l ,  w i t h  t h e  
l o v e  I h a d  f o r  h i m ,  t h a t  w e  w o u l d  b e  
t o g e t h e r ,  a n d  h e  w o u l d  d o  h i s  p a r t  a s  a  
f a t h e r ,  a n d  I w o u l d  n o t  h a v e  t o  d e p e n d  
o n  m y  d a u g h t e r .  W h e n  I p u t  t h a t  a c r o s s  
t o  h i m ,  t h a t ' s  w h e n  t h e  a b o r t i o n  c a m e  
u p .  I b e l i e v e d  t h e  f a t h e r  o f  t h e  c h i l d  
w o u l d  b e  t h e r e ,  a n d  h e  w a s n ' t .
W h e n  I w a s  f i f t e e n  i t  w a s  d i f f e r e n t .  I 
d i d n ' t  k n o w  a b o u t  p r o t e c t i o n .  I g o t  
p r e g n a n t  r i g h t  a w a y .  I w a s  d e l i g h t e d .  I 
t h o u g h t  i t  w a s  t h e  b e s t  t h i n g  t h a t  e v e r  
h a p p e n e d  t o  m e .  T h e  b a b y  w o u l d  b e  
m i n e ,  s o m e t h i n g  I w a s  g o i n g  t o  l o v e ,  
s o m e t h i n g  n o  o n e  c o u l d  t a k e  a w a y  
f r o m  m e .  T h e  b o y  w a s  r e a d y  t o  m a r r y  
m e .  W e  g o t  a n  a p a r t m e n t .  H e  w a s  
s e v e n t e e n ,  I w a s  f i f t e e n .  H e  s t a y e d  i n  
s c h o o l .  I d i d n ' t  g o  b a c k  t o  s c h o o l .  
T h a t ' s  w h e n  I r e a l i z e d  t h a t  l o v e  i s  n o t  
a l l  t h a t  i t ' s  c u t  o u t  t o  b e ,  n o t  a l l  a  b e d  
o f  r o s e s .  T h a t ' s  t h e  d i f f e r e n c e  b e t w e e n  
t h e n  a n d  n o w .  I w a s  m o r e  p r e p a r e d .  
T h i s  t i m e ,  I b e l i e v e d  t h e  f a t h e r  w o u l d  
b e  t h e r e  a n d  e v e r y t h i n g  w o u l d  b e  
d o n e  t h e  r i g h t  w a y .  I w e n t  t h r o u g h  
m o r e  h a r d s h i p  n o w ,  a t  a g e  t h i r t y - o n e ,  
t h a n  w h e n  I w a s  f i f t e e n .
W h e n  I w a s  t h i n k i n g  a b o u t  a l t e r n a t i v e s ,  
I r e a l i z e d  t h a t  m y  [ f i f t e e n  y e a r  o l d ]  
d a u g h t e r  w o u l d  b e  m o r e  p a r e n t  t h a n  I 
w o u l d  b e .  S h e  w o u l d  l o s e  h e r  t e e n a g e  
l i f e  b e c a u s e  o f  s o m e t h i n g  t h a t  w a s  m y  
d o i n g .  I t  w o u l d  b e  a s  i f  s h e  h a d  g o t t e n
p r e g n a n t ,  w h i c h  I h a v e  b e e n  t r y i n g  t o  
t e a c h  h e r  n o t  t o  d o .
E a c h  o f  t h e  w o m e n  i n  t h e  l a r g e r  ( 1 9 9 6 )  
s t u d y  i n  s o m e  w a y  i n t e g r a t e d  t h e  
d e c i s i o n  t o  g e t  a n  a b o r t i o n  i n t o  h e r  
e n t i r e  l i f e ,  i n c l u d i n g  h e r  p e r s o n a l  g o a l s  
a n d  h e r  r e l a t i o n s h i p s .  E a c h  o n e  
c o n s i d e r e d ,  b r i e f l y  o r  a t  l e n g t h ,  w h a t  
h e r  l i f e  w o u l d  b e  l i k e  i f  s h e  d i d  o r  d i d  
n o t  g e t  t h e  a b o r t i o n .  B u i l d i n g  o n  
B a r b a r a  K a t z  R o t h m a n ' s  ( 1 9 8 9 )  i d e a  
t h a t  a n  a b o r t i o n  t a k e s  i t s  m e a n i n g  f r o m  
t h e  w o m a n  w h o  i s  p r e g n a n t ,  I a n a l y z e d  
e a c h  o f  t h e  n a r r a t i v e s  f o r  p a t t e r n s  o f  
m e a n i n g .  T h r o u g h o u t  t h e  i n t e r v i e w  
p r o c e s s ,  f o u r  c a t e g o r i e s  e m e r g e d  t h a t  
c h a r a c t e r i z e  t h e  m e a n i n g  o f  a b o r t i o n  f o r  
i n d i v i d u a l  w o m e n :  " k e e p i n g  o n  b e i n g  
w h o  I w a s , "  p r e s e r v i n g  l i f e  o r  h e a l t h ,  
c o p i n g  w i t h  p h y s i c a l  o r  e m o t i o n a l  
a b a n d o n m e n t ,  a n d  r e s i s t i n g  o r  e s c a p i n g  
m a l e  c o n t r o l .  F o r  s o m e  w o m e n  t h e  
a b o r t i o n  h a d  m o r e  t h a n  o n e  m e a n i n g .  
M a r i s o l  i s  o n e  o f  t h o s e  w o m e n .  F o r  h e r ,  
t h e  a b o r t i o n  w a s  a  w a y  o f  c o p i n g  w i t h  
h e r  p a r t n e r ' s  e m o t i o n a l  a b a n d o n m e n t  
w h e n  s h e  f e l t  s h e  n e e d e d  h i m  m o s t .  
A d d i t i o n a l l y ,  s h e  d i d  n o t  w a n t  e i t h e r  o f  
h e r  d a u g h t e r s  t o  r e p e a t  h e r  o w n  l i f e  
p a t t e r n .  I f  s h e  h a d  t h e  b a b y  h e r  o l d e s t  
d a u g h t e r  " w o u l d  l o s e  h e r  t e e n a g e  l i f e "  
t o  p a r e n t a l  r e s p o n s i b i l i t i e s ,  a s  t h o u g h  
s h e  h e r s e l f  h a d  g i v e n  b i r t h .  M a r i s o l ' s  
a b o r t i o n  a l l o w e d  h e r  t o  m a i n t a i n  h e r  
e m p l o y m e n t  a n d  a l l o w e d  h e r  d a u g h t e r s  
t o  c o n t i n u e  t h e i r  e d u c a t i o n  w i t h o u t  t h e  
r e s p o n s i b i l i t i e s  o f  e a r l y  p a r e n t h o o d .
W h e n  I w a s  l a y i n g  t h e r e ,  w h e n  t h e  
a b o r t i o n  w a s  h a p p e n i n g ,  I l o s t  a  p a r t  o f  
m y s e l f  t h a t  I w i l l  n e v e r  g e t  b a c k .  I h a d  a  
h a r d  t i m e  l o o k i n g  a t  m y s e l f  i n  t h e  
m i r r o r  a f t e r w a r d .  I h a v e  a  h a r d  t i m e  
t a l k i n g  t o  m y  d a u g h t e r s ,  e v e n  t h o u g h  
t h e y  d o n ' t  k n o w .  I t ' s  s o m e t h i n g  I c a n ' t  
d e a l  w i t h .
I d i d n ' t  w a n t  t o  h a v e  a  s e x u a l  e n c o u n t e r  
w i t h  h i m .  I l e t  m y  e m o t i o n s  t a k e  o v e r .  
H e  l e d  m e  t o  b e l i e v e  t h a t  i f  a n y t h i n g  
w o u l d  h a p p e n ,  h e  w o u l d  b e  t h e r e  f o r  
m e ,  a n d  h e  w a s n ' t .  H e  a l s o  l e d  m e  t o  
b e l i e v e  t h a t  i f  I w e r e  e v e r  t o  b e c o m e  
p r e g n a n t  t h e r e  w o u l d  b e  n o  o t h e r  
a n s w e r  t h a n  f o r  u s  t o  r a i s e  o u r  c h i l d .  S o  
w i t h  a l l  t h i s  I ' v e  l e a r n e d  a  p o w e r f u l  
l e s s o n .  I l e a r n e d  t h a t  e v e r y o n e  i s  n o t  
w h a t  t h e y  s a y .
I u s e d  t o  t h i n k  o f  m y s e l f  a s  a  g o o d  
p e r s o n .  I u s e d  t o  t h i n k  t h a t  a  c h i l d  i s  a  
b l e s s i n g .  I t o o k  a l l  t h a t  a w a y  f r o m  
m y s e l f .  I h a d  t o  t e l l  m y s e l f  t h a t  I d i d n ' t  
h a v e  a n y  c h o i c e .  A l l  I k e p t  s a y i n g
t h r o u g h  t h e  w h o l e  p r o c e s s  w a s  t h a t  I 
h o p e  t h a t  G o d  c a n  f o r g i v e  m e ,  s o  t h a t  I 
c a n  f o r g i v e  m y s e l f ,  f o r  w h a t  I d i d .  [ D o  
y o u  t h i n k  G o d  c a n ? ]  N o .  . . . [ t e a r s ]
M y  d e c i s i o n  t o  g e t  a n  a b o r t i o n  w a s  
m u c h  h a r d e r  t h a n  a n y  o t h e r  i n  m y  l i f e .  
N o t h i n g  h a s  b e e n  a s  d i f f i c u l t ,  a n d  I 
d o n ' t  t h i n k  a n y t h i n g  e v e r  w i l l  b e .  I t  w a s  
m u c h  h a r d e r  t h a n  m y  d e c i s i o n  t o  g e t  a  
d i v o r c e ,  a n d  m u c h  h a r d e r  t h a n  w h e n  I 
w a s  p r e g n a n t  w i t h  m y  s e c o n d  c h i l d .  I 
h a d  s e r i o u s  h e a l t h  p r o b l e m s  t h e n ,  a n d  
t h e  d o c t o r  t o l d  m y  h u s b a n d  t o  c h o o s e  
b e t w e e n  m y  l i f e  a n d  t h e  b a b y ' s  l i f e ,  a n d  
t h e  d o c t o r  a l s o  a s k e d  m e .  I s a i d  ' I  c a n ' t  
c h o o s e ,  I l e a v e  i t  i n  G o d ' s  h a n d s . '  T h i s  
[ a b o r t i o n ]  w a s  a  d e c i s i o n  I h a d  t o  m a k e .
I c o u l d n ' t  l e a v e  i t  i n  G o d ' s  h a n d s .
I r e m e m b e r  t h e  d a y  I g o t  t h e  a b o r t i o n ,  
w a k i n g  u p ,  g o i n g  b a c k  t o  s l e e p ,  n o t  
w a n t i n g  t o  w a k e  u p .  I h a d  t o  t a k e  m y  
d a u g h t e r  t o  s c h o o l .  T h e  f a t h e r  o f  t h e  
b a b y  w a s  t a k i n g  m e .  H e  i n s i s t e d  h e  
w a n t e d  t o  b e  t h e r e  f o r  m e .  H e  t o o k  m e  
t o  t h e  a b o r t i o n  c l i n i c .  I c o u l d n ' t  s t o p  
c r y i n g ,  t h r o u g h  t h e  w a i t i n g ,  t h e  
p a p e r w o r k ,  t h e  c o u n s e l i n g .  M y  
c o u n s e l o r  a s k e d  " i s  t h i s  w h a t  y o u  w a n t  
t o  d o ? "  [ n o ] .  " T h e n  w h y  a r e  y o u  h e r e ? "  
[I d o n ' t  k n o w ,  i t ' s  s o m e t h i n g  I h a v e  t o  
d o ,  I d o n ' t  h a v e  a  c h o i c e . ]  I k e p t  s a y i n g  
i t  o v e r  a n d  o v e r ,  a n d  t h e n  t h e y  b r o u g h t  
m y  f r i e n d ,  t h e  f a t h e r ,  i n .  I r e m e m b e r  
w h e n  h e  w a l k e d  i n .  I t  w a s  m y  l a s t  
a t t e m p t  f o r  h i m  t o  s a y  " I ' l l  h e l p  y o u ,  I ' l l  
b e  t h e r e . "  I d o n ' t  k n o w  w h a t  I 
e x p e c t e d .  I k e p t  s a y i n g ,  " I  c a n ' t  g o  
t h r o u g h  w i t h  i t , "  h o p i n g  h e  w o u l d  
o f f e r  t o  h e l p  m e .  I w a s  a n g r y  t h a t  I 
c o u l d n ' t  h a v e  m y  c h i l d .  I l o v e d  i t .  I 
t a l k e d  a n d  s c r e a m e d .  H e  j u s t  w a t c h e d  
a n d  d i d n ' t  s a y  a n y t h i n g .  T h e  c o u n s e l o r  
l i s t e n e d  a s  I t o l d  h e r  a b o u t  m y  
d a u g h t e r s  a n d  e v e r y t h i n g  a n d  w r o t e  
e v e r y t h i n g  d o w n .  F i n a l l y ,  s h e  s a i d  " i s  i t  
f a i r ,  i f  y o u  w a n t  t h e  b a b y ,  t o  l o s e  y o u r  
c h i l d r e n ?  Y o u  a r e  t e l l i n g  m e  t h a t  y o u  
a r e  t h e  o n l y  p a r e n t ,  t h e  s o l e  s u p p o r t .  
W o u l d  y o u  w a n t  y o u r  d a u g h t e r  t o  b e  
p r e g n a n t  r i g h t  n o w ,  t o  h a v e  a  c h i l d ?  
[ N o . ]  T h a t ' s  w h a t  y o u ' r e  t e l l i n g  m e  
y o u ' r e  g o i n g  t o  d o .  I t ' s  v e r y  d i f f i c u l t .  I 
b e l i e v e  t h a t  y o u  w a n t  t h e  b a b y ,  b u t  I 
b e l i e v e  t h a t  y o u ,  a t  t h i s  t i m e ,  c a n n o t  
h a v e  t h e  b a b y . "  I c r i e d .  S h e  w a s  r i g h t .  
S h e  w a s  t e l l i n g  m e  w h a t  I w a s  t e l l i n g  
h e r .  T h e n  s h e  a s k e d ,  " A r e  y o u  a n g r y ? "  
[ Y e s . ]  " W h o  a r e  y o u  a n g r y  a t ? "  a n d  I 
s a i d  " H i m ,  h e  p r o m i s e d  h e  w o u l d  b e  
h e r e ,  a n d  h e ' s  n o t . "  S h e  l e f t  t h e  r o o m  
[ s o  w e  c o u l d  b e  a l o n e ] .  A f t e r  a l l  t h i s  h e  
s a i d ,  " d o n ' t  d o  i t . "  I k n e w  t h i s  w a s  
i n s i n c e r e .  H e  h a d  e n c o u r a g e d  m e  t o
h a v e  t h e  a b o r t i o n ,  a n d  h a d  s a t  t h e r e  [ a t  
t h e  c o u n s e l i n g  s e s s i o n ]  f o r  h o u r s ,  s a y i n g  
n o t h i n g .  H e  n e v e r  a s k e d  m e  h o w  I f e l t ,  
h e  n e v e r  a s k e d  m e  a n y t h i n g .
T h e  w o r s t  p a r t  w a s  l a y i n g  o n  t h e  t a b l e ,  
a s k i n g  G o d  t o  f o r g i v e  m e ,  a s k i n g  t h e  
b a b y  t o  f o r g i v e  m e .  I w a s  f e e l i n g  u g l y .  
A f t e r  i t  w a s  o v e r  h e  t o o k  m e  h o m e  a n d  
l e f t  m e  t h e r e .  I f e l t  h a t r e d ,  n o t  f o r  h i m ,  
b u t  f o r  m y s e l f .  T h a t ' s  w h e n  I r e a l l y  
s t a r t e d  d i s l i k i n g  m y s e l f .  I t r y  t o  f i n d  
w a y s  t o  l i k e  m y s e l f .  M y  s i s t e r  h a s  a  l i t t l e  
c h i l d .  I c a n ' t  e v e n  l o o k  a t  c h i l d r e n .  I 
c a n ' t  e v e n  w a t c h  T V .
I f  h e  w e r e  h e r e  r i g h t  n o w ,  I w o u l d  t e l l  
h i m  o f f ,  b e c a u s e  i t ' s  n o t  f a i r .  I t ' s  l i k e  
n o t h i n g  e v e r  h a p p e n e d ,  i t  n e v e r  
e x i s t e d .  I ' m  s o  a n g r y  a t  h i m .  O u r  
r e l a t i o n s h i p  i s  o v e r .  I t ' s  h a r d  f o r  m e .  
B e s i d e s  s p e a k i n g  t o  y o u ,  t h e  o n l y  o t h e r  
p e r s o n  w h o  k n o w s  a b o u t  t h i s  i s  h i m ,  
b u t  h e  i s  n o t  r e a l l y  t h e r e  f o r  m e .  I w o u l d  
l i k e  t o  b e  a b l e  t o  t a l k  t o  m y  M o m  a b o u t  
t h i s ,  b u t  I c a n ' t .  I f  I t o l d  h e r  a b o u t  t h e  
a b o r t i o n  s h e ' d  n e v e r  s p e a k  t o  m e  a g a i n .
I n e v e r  w a n t  m y  d a u g h t e r s  t o  g o  
t h r o u g h  t h i s  [ n o t  b e i n g  a b l e  t o  t a l k  t o  
m e ] .  I t h i n k  m y  d a u g h t e r s  c o u l d  c o m e  
t o  m e  f o r  a d v i c e  a n d  i n f o r m a t i o n .  
W e ' r e  p r e t t y  o p e n  w i t h  e a c h  o t h e r .  
A c t u a l l y ,  m y  f i f t e e n  y e a r  o l d  d a u g h t e r  
r e c e n t l y  a p p r o a c h e d  m e  a n d  s a i d  " I  
h a v e n ' t  h a d  s e x  y e t  b u t  i t  m i g h t  h a p p e n  
s o o n ,  s o  w h a t  w o u l d  y o u  t e l l  m e ? "  I 
t o l d  h e r  t o  m a k e  s u r e  t h a t  y o u  a r e  
r e a d y ,  a n d  w h e n  a n d  i f  y o u  a r e  g o i n g  
t o ,  p l e a s e  u s e  a  c o n d o m .  S h e  s a i d  " i s  
t h a t  t h e  s a f e s t  w a y ? "  a n d  I s a i d  
" n o t h i n g  i s  o n e  h u n d r e d  p e r  c e n t  s a f e ;  I 
w o u l d  p r e f e r  t h a t  y o u  w e r e  o l d e r ,  b u t  
y o u  a r e  a b l e  t o  m a k e  d e c i s i o n s . "  [ T h e r e  
a r e n ' t  m a n y  p a r e n t s  w h o  c o u l d  s a y  t h a t  
t o  t h e i r  c h i l d .  Y o u  s h o u l d  f e e l  p r o u d . ]  I 
d o .  I a m  p r o u d .
I d i d n ' t  t h i n k  m u c h  a b o u t  a b o r t i o n ,  b u t  
I w a s  t o t a l l y  a g a i n s t  i t .  B o t h  o f  m y  
p a r e n t s  a r e  t o t a l l y  a g a i n s t  i t .  H a v i n g  a n  
a b o r t i o n  h a s  m a d e  m e  e v e n  m o r e  
t o t a l l y  a g a i n s t  i t ,  b e c a u s e  n o w  i t ' s  m o r e  
e m o t i o n a l .  E v e r y o n e  t a l k s  a b o u t  r i g h t  
o r  w r o n g .  N o b o d y  t a l k s  a b o u t  t h e  
e m o t i o n a l  p a r t .  I d o n ' t  t h i n k  m y  
a b o r t i o n  w a s  t h e  " r i g h t "  d e c i s i o n ,  b u t  i t  
w a s  m a y b e  t h e  b e s t  d e c i s i o n  a t  t h e  
t i m e ,  b u t  t h e  r i g h t  d e c i s i o n ?  I t  w a s  b e s t  
i n  t e r m s  o f  t h e  s i t u a t i o n ,  y e s ,  b u t  a s  
r i g h t  o r  w r o n g ?
I f  a  f r i e n d  w e r e  t o  c o m e  t o  m e  f o r  
a d v i c e  a b o u t  a n  u n e x p e c t e d  p r e g n a n c y ,  
I w o u l d  t e l l  h e r  t o  m a k e  s u r e  i t s  e x a c t l y
what she wants, whatever decision she 
is making is what she really wants, not 
because it's the right thing or the 
wrong thing, or the best thing. This is 
what she, personally, wants to do -- 
have the baby, have the abortion, give 
the baby up. She's the one that's got to 
live with it.
Addelson's (1991) notion of "moral 
passages" provides a useful way to 
think about how major life experiences! 
such as abortion are integrated into 
one#s life. Addelson explains that 
morality emerges out of people's 
interactions, and emphasizes the 
importance of placing these 
experiences within the context of 
women's lives, and within the context 
of social support, or lack of support, for 
meaningful lives. As women make such 
passages, they can either realign 
themselves with conventional thinking 
or create a new definition of themselves 
and their behavior.
Toward the end of each interview, I 
asked each woman if she thought she 
had made the right decision about her 
pregnancy. Sixteen women answered 
with an uneqivocal yes, three (including 
Marisol) are ambivalent, and one thinks 
abortion should be outlawed. For some 
women the abortion remains a 
shameful secret. For others it is part of a 
process of empowerment. For a few 
women, including Marisol, it is both.
What the abortion meant to each 
woman is almost perfectly correlated 
with whether or not she has redefined 
abortion from a "wrong" or a "sin" to a 
more positive definition of abortion as 
something a woman might need in 
order to live a meaningful life. Women 
who obtained abortions as a way of 
"keeping on being who they were" or 
as a way of resisting male control have 
redefined abortion in this way, while 
those for whom the abortion was a way 
of coping with male abandonment have 
retained a definition of abortion as 
wrong, or a sin that God will forgive. 
Another variable correlated almost as 
closely as the meaning of abortion for 
the women's life is whether or not the 
respondent had any support for her 
decision. Those women who knew 
someone who had gotten an abortion, 
or received support for their own 
decision, were more likely than the 
others to redefine abortion positively.
Marisol maintains a definition of 
abortion as shameful. At the time of
our interview she had told no one other 
than her partner, relevant medical 
personnel and me about her abortion. 
Nevertheless she recognized that she 
had to make a decision (rather than 
leaving it up to God) and her advice to 
a friend with an unplanned pregnancy 
would be to make sure to do what she 
really wants. Marisol could not accept 
her abortion as the "right" decision but 
described it as the “ best decision at the 
time ... in terms of the situation."
[After discussing Marisol's abortion I 
asked her about her background and 
personal beliefs, and how her beliefs 
might have changed.] I was brought up 
Catholic and I am Catholic now. I was 
born in Chicago and have lived in 
Humboldt Park and Logan Square. Now 
I live in the suburbs. I have aunts and 
uncles in Puerto Rico and used to go 
there every year, before my 
grandparents died. I associate more 
with Puerto Ricans than Anglos, and my 
primary language is Spanish. My 
daughters' primary language is English.
I was brought up to believe that the 
man comes first. He is the sole 
breadwinner and the woman should 
stay home. She doesn't need an 
education or anything. When I got 
married I wanted to return to school 
but my husband said no. I insisted that 
he finish, and he did. I don't agree that 
the man comes first and the woman 
doesn't need an education anymore. 
What about death or divorce? The 
family says they will be there for you 
but that is not true. They can help some 
but not enough. A woman needs an 
education. I have worked since I was 
twelve years old. I don't think my 
working hurts my daughters. I make our 
time together count. Right now we 
don't have much [in material things] 
but they say, "Mom, one day we will." 
I'm proud of my daughters. They come 
first, and they know that. My opinions 
about these things have changed 
because of my own experiences.
It's sad to say how I feel about the 
Catholic religion. I want help and they 
can't give it. Their opposition to 
abortion makes me feel worse. It's not 
enough that I condemn myself. I know 
they will condemn me. He [the father] 
asked me if I had been to the priest. All 
I did was laugh. I would never go to a 
priest about this. I've stabbed myself 
enough. How can I have someone else 
stab me some more? That's why, the 
Catholic religion, I'm angry at them. I
understand their beliefs about "life" 
because I loved my baby. I can 
understand their part in it. It's 
[abortion] not an easy step. And what I 
have seen and heard them say and do in 
the masses is that we can just get rid of 
it [abortion] like this. And that's not 
true. It's not. The way they have 
brought me up, it's not a place I can go 
for comfort [but] I need for God to 
forgive me.
If he [partner] knew he wouldn't want a 
child, he should have been honest and 
said, "I know you can't take the pill [for 
medical reasons], and we have to do 
something [use a condom]," and not 
tell me, when I said I didn't have 
anything [a condom], "Don't worry, we 
love each other, and everything will be 
fine." He knew I was totally against 
abortion, yet that was the first thing he 
came up with. I blame myself though. I 
trusted him.
My religion is very important to me. So 
are my children. They are my life. I have 
never thought about myself as a person 
worth anything because I have always 
tried to please others and make them 
happy. Now I know I have to take care 
of myself, and like myself, for others to 
live with me. No matter how many 
others say you are a good person, if you 
don't like yourself . . . It's even harder 
now. The more I look at my daughters, 
the less I want them to be like me. I 
want them to be strong. I want them to 
make decisions, and think before they 
make decisions. I want them to know 
that there are choices. I want them to 
feel safe but yet know that it's an 
unsafe world.
My family is very religious, and very 
traditional. Puerto Rican children raised 
in a traditional way would never dare 
bring up "abortion" in conversation. 
Someone from the older generation has 
to bring it up first. My family has talked 
about abortion. Most of them think 
women who get abortions have no 
morals, no beliefs, no respect, and no love.
I could never go to a family member to 
talk about my abortion. You know you 
can't talk about it. If I were to tell my 
brother, or one of my sisters, the whole 
family would know. There are no secrets.
You don't want to "test" your family. 
You could be made an outcast, so you 
do it to yourself, become an outcast in 
your mind. You do it to yourself, so that 
way, you don't dislike them, you can still
l o v e  t h e m .  T h e  p a i n  o f  b e i n g  o u t c a s t  b y  
s o m e o n e  y o u  l o v e  i s  s o  s e v e r e .  I f  f a m i l y  
c a n ' t  l o v e  y o u ,  w h o  c a n ?  S o  y o u  o u t c a s t  
y o u r s e l f .  Y o u  t a k e  y o u r s e l f  a w a y  f r o m  
t h e  f a m i l y ,  d o n ' t  c o m m u n i c a t e ,  s e e  
t h e m  l e s s ,  s o  t h e y  d o n ' t  f i n d  o u t .  I f  y o u  
s t a y  a r o u n d  t h e  f a m i l y ,  o n e  d a y ,  y o u  
w i l l  b r e a k  d o w n ,  a n d  t h e n ,  y o u  m i g h t  
g e t  t h e  s u p p o r t ,  b u t  m o r e  a n d  m o r e ,  
y o u  b e l i e v e  t h a t  y o u  w o n ' t ,  s o  y o u  
o u t c a s t  y o u r s e l f ,  a n d  t h e  s a d  p a r t  i s ,  
t h e y  d o n ' t  c a r e .  Y o u  c a n  s a y ,  " I ' m  t o o  
b u s y , "  a n d  t h e y  w i l l  g o  b a c k  a n d  w o n ' t  
q u e s t i o n  i f  a n y t h i n g  i s  w r o n g .  F a m i l y  
g a t h e r i n g s  a r e  " g o s s i p  c i t y . "  E v e r y o n e  
t a l k s  a b o u t  t h e i r  l i v e s .  I f  y o u ' r e  a t  a  
f a m i l y  g a t h e r i n g  i t  m e a n s  y o u r  l i f e  i s  
o p e n  t o  e v e r y b o d y .  T h a t ' s  h o w  P u e r t o  
R i c a n s  a r e .  I f  y o u  d o n ' t  t a l k  a b o u t  y o u r  
l i f e ,  s o m e t h i n g  i s  w r o n g  w i t h  y o u .
A  c o l l e c t i v e  ( o p p o s i t i o n a l )  s t o r y  c o m e s  
i n t o  b e i n g  w h e n  i n d i v i d u a l  s t o r i e s  
a b o u t  c o m m o n  e x p e r i e n c e s  a r e  s h a r e d  
( R i c h a r d s o n  1 9 9 0 ) .  T h e  i d e a  t h a t  
w o m e n  a r e  e n t i t l e d  t o  m a k e  c h o i c e s  
t h a t  e n a b l e  t h e m  t o  l i v e  m e a n i n g f u l ,  
s e l f - d e t e r m i n e d  l i v e s  s t a n d s  i n  
o p p o s i t i o n  t o  t h e  p a t r i a r c h a l  c u l t u r a l  
s t o r y .  A l t h o u g h  M a r i s o l  i s  n o t  a b o u t  t o  
s h a r e  h e r  a b o r t i o n  e x p e r i e n c e  w i t h  
a n y o n e  s h e  d o e s  w a n t  t o  s h a r e  w h a t  
t h e  e x p e r i e n c e  h a s  t a u g h t  h e r .  H e r  
a c c o u n t  p o r t r a y s  t h e  p a i n  o f  i s o l a t i o n  
f r o m  f a m i l y  m e m b e r s .  E v e n  t h o u g h  s h e  
i s  t h i r t y - o n e  y e a r s  o l d  s h e  r e g r e t s  t h a t  
s h e  c a n n o t  s h a r e  h e r  e x p e r i e n c e  w i t h  
h e r  m o t h e r .  M a r i s o l  d o e s  n o t  w a n t  h e r  
d a u g h t e r s  t o  f e e l  t h i s  w a y  a b o u t  h e r .  
S h e  a l s o  d o e s  n o t  w a n t  t h e m  t o  b e  
i g n o r a n t  a b o u t  s e x u a l  m a t t e r s .  
A c c o r d i n g  t o  t r a d i t i o n a l  P u e r t o  R i c a n  
f a m i l y  n o r m s  o f  r e s p e c t  c h i l d r e n  d o  n o t  
b r i n g  u p  s u b j e c t s  l i k e  " a b o r t i o n "  i n  
c o n v e r s a t i o n .  S o m e o n e  f r o m  t h e  o l d e r  
g e n e r a t i o n  h a s  t o  b r i n g  i t  u p  f i r s t .  
M a r i s o l  i s  t a k i n g  o n  t h i s  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  
a n d  i s  s t r i v i n g  t o  c r e a t e  a n  " o p e n "  
r e l a t i o n s h i p  w i t h  h e r  d a u g h t e r s .  S h e  
w a n t s  t h e m  t o  " m a k e  d e c i s i o n s ,  a n d  
t h i n k  b e f o r e  t h e y  m a k e  d e c i s i o n s  [ a n d ]  
k n o w  t h a t  t h e r e  a r e  c h o i c e s ,  [ a n d ]  f e e l  
s a f e  b u t  y e t  k n o w  t h a t  i t ' s  a n  u n s a f e  
w o r l d . "
M y  m o m  d o e s n ' t  a g r e e  w i t h  m e  a b o u t  
h o w  I a m  r a i s i n g  m y  c h i l d r e n .  A f t e r  t h e  
d i v o r c e ,  I w a s  l i v i n g  w i t h  m y  p a r e n t s .  
W h e n  I m o v e d  a w a y ,  s h e  w a s  t o t a l l y  
a g a i n s t  i t .  S h e  w o n d e r e d  w h y  I w a s
m o v i n g  s o  f a r  a w a y  [ t o  t h e  s u b u r b s ] ,  
w h y  I w a s  t a k i n g  m y  d a u g h t e r s  a w a y  
f r o m  t h e m ,  a n d  w h y  d i d  I p u t  t h e m  i n  a  
c e r t a i n  s c h o o l .  A c t u a l l y ,  s h e  d i d n ' t  a s k  
" w h y ? " ,  s h e  s a i d  " d o n ' t . "  I t  t o o k  h e r  a  
y e a r  t o  c o m e  a n d  s a y  t o  m e ,  " Y o u  d i d  
t h e  r i g h t  t h i n g . "  I ' m  a n  a d u l t ,  a n d  t h i s  i s  
t h e  f i r s t  t i m e  s h e  h a s  e v e r  a d m i t t e d  s h e  
w a s  w r o n g .  F o r  a  P u e r t o  R i c a n  
m o t h e r — I w a s  a m a z e d .  I f  t h e y  a r e  
w r o n g  a n d  t h e y  k n o w  i t ,  t h e y  s t i l l  d o n ' t  
a d m i t  i t .  S o  I h u g g e d  h e r ,  f o r  t h e  t h i r d  
t i m e  i n  m y  l i f e .
D I S C U S S I O N
D u r i n g  o u r  i n t e r v i e w  I t u r n e d  o f f  t h e  
t a p e  r e c o r d e r  t h r e e  t i m e s  b e c a u s e  
M a r i s o l  h a d  b e g u n  t o  c r y .  E a c h  t i m e ,  s h e  
i n s i s t e d  t h a t  w e  c o n t i n u e ,  s a y i n g  t h a t  
t h e  i n t e r v i e w  w a s  h e l p f u l  t o  h e r  a n d  
t h a t  I w a s  t h e  o n l y  p e r s o n  s h e  w a s  a b l e  
t o  t a l k  t o  a b o u t  h e r  a b o r t i o n .  O n e  
r e a s o n  f o r  h e r  t e a r s  m i g h t  b e  t h a t  h e r  
a b o r t i o n  w a s  o n l y  t w o  w e e k s  p r i o r  t o  
t h e  i n t e r v i e w  a n d  h e r  f e e l i n g s  w e r e  s t i l l  
r a w .  A n o t h e r  r e a s o n  i s  t h a t  M a r i s o l  
v a l u e s  h e r  f a m i l y ,  h e r  c u l t u r e ,  f a m i l i a l  
i n t e r d e p e n d e n c e ,  a n d  h e r  C a t h o l i c  
f a i t h .  S h e  i s  d e e p l y  d i s t u r b e d  t h a t  h e r  
c h u r c h  a n d  h e r  f a m i l y  o f  o r i g i n  c a n n o t  
d e a l  w i t h  h e r  p a i n  i n  a n y  r e a l i s t i c  o r  
h e l p f u l  w a y .  M a r i s o l ' s  n a r r a t i v e  i s  a n  
e x a m p l e  o f  h o w  d i f f i c u l t  i t  i s  f o r  s o m e  
P u e r t o  R i c a n  w o m e n  t o  r e t a i n  a  
d e f i n i t i o n  o f  t h e m s e l v e s  a s  " g o o d "  
d e s p i t e  h a v i n g  v i o l a t e d  c u l t u r a l  n o r m s .
M a i n s t r e a m  t h e o r i e s  o f  e t h n i c i t y  a n d  
c u l t u r e  g e n e r a l l y  d o  n o t  c r i t i c a l l y  
e x a m i n e  w h a t  c o u n t s  a s  e t h n i c  c u l t u r e  
a n d  t o  w h a t  e f f e c t  ( D a s  G u p t a  1 9 9 7 ) .  
M a r k e r s  o f  e t h n i c i t y  a r e  o f t e n  c u l t u r a l  
v a r i a n t s  o f  p a t r i a r c h y .  I n  h e r  i n t e r v i e w s  
w i t h  I n d i a n  w o m e n  M o n i s h a  D a s  G u p t a  
f o u n d  t h a t  t h e  q u e s t i o n ,  " W h a t  i s  
I n d i a n  a b o u t  y o u ? "  e l i c i t e d  s t o r i e s  o f  
a n g u i s h  a n d  c o n f l i c t s  a b o u t  g e n d e r  
r o l e s  t h a t  e c h o  M a r i s o l ' s .  S h e  s t a t e s  t h a t  
h e r  r e s p o n d e n t s '  a c c o u n t s  a l l o w e d  h e r  
t o  r e c o g n i z e  t h e  g e n d e r e d  p o w e r  
r e l a t i o n s h i p s  e m b e d d e d  i n  s i g n i f i e r s  t o  
e t h n i c  i d e n t i t y .
M a r i s o l  u n d e r s t a n d s  t h a t  P u e r t o  R i c a n  
c u l t u r e  i s  p a t r i a r c h a l .  S h e  e x p l a i n e d  
t h a t  " P u e r t o  R i c a n  m e n  h a v e  t e m p e r s .  
A s  l o n g  a s  t h e y  f e e l  t h e y ' r e  i n  c o n t r o l ,  
t h e y ' r e  o k a y " .  S h e  a l s o  s a i d  t h a t  s h e  
w a s  " b r o u g h t  u p  t o  b e l i e v e  t h a t  t h e
m a n  c o m e s  f i r s t . "  M a r i s o l  i s  n o t  r a i s i n g  
h e r  d a u g h t e r s  w i t h  t h i s  a t t i t u d e  
h o w e v e r .  S h e  w a n t s  t h e m  t o  b e  " s t r o n g "  
a n d  t o  " k n o w  t h a t  t h e y  h a v e  c h o i c e s . "
C u l t u r e  i s  n o t  u n c h a n g i n g  a n d  i t  
d o e s n ' t  h a v e  t o  b e  a c c e p t e d  o r  r e j e c t e d  
a s  a  t o t a l  p a c k a g e .  M a r i s o l ' s  n a r r a t i v e  
p r o v i d e s  a n  e x a m p l e  o f  a  P u e r t o  R i c a n  
w o m a n  w h o  i s  t r y i n g  t o  f i g u r e  o u t  h o w  
t o  c o n t i n u e  t o  e m b r a c e  h e r  f a m i l y  a n d  
h e r  c u l t u r e  w h i l e  r e j e c t i n g  t h e  g e n d e r  
i n e q u a l i t y  w i t h i n  i t .
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